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The In~welling of the Trinity in the Heart
of the Believer.

Euay read before the convention of the Miuouri S1nod in June, 1029.

I.
The indwelling of the Holy Trinity in tl1e heart of the believer
is an article of Christian faith. We do not miaundorstand the attitude of our own time toward the discussion of articles of doctrine.
There is a tendency away from dogma, from creed. 'l'he slogans
are, "Not dogma, but life 1,.- "Not creeds, but deeds I,. So general
is the decline of confessional consciousness that we might be impressed, even alarmed, by it did we not know the reasons for this
decline. There has been a great incursion of unbelief into the
Christian churches. It has eaten the heart out of some, leaving only
the outward sbeJl of Christian forms, ancient symbols, carved altars,
and the Authorized Version vocabulary. Even in the denominations
which have not yet left the evangelical moorings there is a conflict
on between those who would stand by the old confessions and those
who would diacard them. Thero is the squatting of a doubt where
certainty once stood erect. I am not going to discuss the practical
results of Modernism, which sinks a dagger into the heart of enthusiasm for spiritual church-work. My point is that theology has
been given a bad name by the skilful tactics of its enemies, whose
contention that we are saved by religion rather than by theology
has been so often repeated that even the elect, if it were possible,
would be induced to discard confessions, creed, and dogma.
By choosing a severely doctrinal theme for our lecture balfhour, we proclaim. the fact that we do hold Christian doctrine to
be an essential part of church-life; that saving truth is a legitimate
object of study and research, even of classification and formulation ;
that articles of faith are necessary for clear Christian conviction;
that our confessions are up to date; and tl1at even tho modem mind,
when Spirit-led, can appreciate the wonders and beauties of the
ancient Christian Creed.
A wonderful doctrine it is, the doctrine of the mystic union
of God with the believer. That God personally dwells in tho Christian is certainly a teaching so lofty that, if we did not find it
taught on many pages of Holy Writ, we should not dare to make
any such claim. Ours is not a deistic absentee god who once started
the universe, fashioned it as its architect, but then withdrew from
its governance and permitted the worlds to spin on by inherent
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forces. The god of Deism ia not a god who cares for 118; to worship
him would be really a meaninglesa gesture. Our God is an Infinite,
a vital Presence throughout, and far transcending, all creation.
Now, what ia that mystic union which we are about to discuss? In the de·finition of Abraham Calov: It ia a union of the
believer with God which ia more than simply an agreement of hie
will with the divine; for it ia a real presence, an actual union and
communion, by which the divine C88ence in a mysterious way joins
itself to the believer's person.
Aa ia evident from this definition, our Church diatinguiahea
between the doctrine of God's omniprcaence and the doctrine of
Hie presence in the believers. Concerning all men indeed it can
be said that "in Him we live and mo,•e and have our being." Aa the
Absolute, God upholds all things and is the true reason of their
existence. As the lnfmite, He dwells in everything, also in every
human being. But while He upholds all things by His mighty
power, He is present in a spiritual way only through the operations
of the Word of God. Where the message of the Gospel is proclaimed
and snvingly apprehended, there the Spirit occupies heart and
mind, draws the soul into communion with Christ, and makes it
a dwelling-place of the Holy Trinity.
As our Lord was about to depart from this earth, in His last
sayings as recorded by St. John, He :first revealed to His disciples
that intimate nnd blessed union which would follow upon His
return to the Father. Withdrawing from their circle, about to be
separated from them in terms of physical apace, our Lord promises
a union which is not only spiritual and real, but is a bodily presence
among them and in them. It was then that He told the parable
of the Vine nnd the Branches. Vine and branches have one life,
are one thing. More plainly than in this parable He spoke in His
Sacerdotal Prayer. When addressing the Father, He speaks th118:
"As Thou, Father, art in Me and I in Thee, [I pray] that they also
may be one in Ue, that the love wherewith Thou hast loved Me
may be in them and I in them."
All that is promised in the gospels is ful:filled in the epistles.
The indwelling Trinity is proclaimed a simple fact as soon as we
open the apostolic letters. "The Spirit of God dwells in you,"
writes Paul to the Romans. "Know ye not your own selves," he
asks the Corinthians, "how that Jesus Christ is in you P'' From
ancient times the Church has applied the word mystic union to
the indwelling of God in the hearts of the believers. The term itself
The Indwelling of the Trinlt7 In tho Heart of the Bellenr.
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ia derived from Eph. 61 821 where the apostle speaks of the union
between husband and wife as symbolical of that between Obrist
and the Church and says: "Thia is a great mystery." Once more1
writing to the Ool088iana1 he speaks of the "mystery among the
Gentiles, which ia Christ in you1 the hope of glory." We begin to
sense something of the depth of this mystery when we hear Paul
exclaim Gal. 21 20: "I live1 yet not l 1 but Christ liveth in me," or
when we read Paul's distinct aaaertion that ''he that is joined unto
the Lord is one apirit/1 1 Oor. 6, 17; and again: "We are members
of His body1 of His :fleah1 and of His bones1" Eph. 51 30; or1 moat
astounding of all New Testament aaaertiona on this subject, when
Peter in his second letter proclaims that tho believer1 every believer1
baa "become a partaker of the divine nature.'1
Astounding as these statements are, tho truth which they
proclaim was already embodied in the Old Testament prophecy
and prefigured in Old Testament revelation. "I will dwell among
the children of Israel and will be their God/' was the fundamental
article of the covenant between God and the people of Israel. It
was typi1ied1 aymbolized1 through the presence of tho luminous
cloud in the Sanctuary1 where it hovered over the Ark of the
Covenant between the Cherubim. That was the living presence of
God among His people. During tho days of tho Exile1 Ezekiel
saw the glory depart from the Sanctuary1 but this snmo prophet
foretells the age when in a new and more spiritual, yet none the
leaa real and personal manner God would again bo united with His
chosen ones. "I will put a new spirit within you; and I will tnke
the stony heart out of their flesh. • • • They shall be My people,
and I will be their God." And again, to the Israelites in Captivity1
Jeremiah foretells the better days to come, the days of the New
Covenant, or New Testament: "I will put My Law in their inward
parts and write it in their hearts and will be their God, and they
ahall be My people.'' And how shall this union come about P
"I will forgive their iniquity and will remember their ain no more."
In that age1 still shrouded to the prophets' eyes by the mist of overlapping centuries, Jehovah would find His bride, the Church, and
He would make her His own and enter into B11ch union with her
that He is able to speak through Hoaea to the Church of the Gospel
Age : '-X will betroth thee unto Me forever; yea1 I will betroth thee
unto Me in righteouanesa1 and in judgment, and in loving-kindness,
and in mercies.''
The source and beginning of the believer'a union with God ia
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his regeneration. To speak with Luther: "Being rooted in Him

through faith and drawing from Him the elements of a new life
as the branches from the vine, He and I became united in aubatanco and eaaence, ao that the fruits which I bear are not my fruits,
but tho fruit of tho Vino in which I am a branch. Thus from the
regenerate heart :flow auch fruits as confeasion of tho Gospel, the
works of love, tho new obedience.''
"Not only," aaya Luther in his greatest work, The Freedom of
a Christian, "not only doea faith effect a bleaaed and full 11B11urance
of free grace, but it unites the aoul with Christ as a bride ia united
with her betrothed.'' And in hia great Commentary on Galatiau:
"Christ ia so closely inwardly present with us as light and color are
united with a wall. The Christian can aay, Christ and I are one.
Through faith you are so closely united with Christ that you and
He become, as it were, one person, which can no longer be separated
or distinguished.''
Observe in these quotations the specifically Lutheran doctrine
that the union of the believer with Christ ia eatabliahed by faith,
hence is not an immediate, but a mediate union. The teachers of
our Church have carefully guarded themaelvea against the doctrine
that there ia an actual fusion of the divine and tho human substance. God remains God, man remains man. But our Confessions,
on the other hand, alao reject the teachings that God is present in
the believer only inasmuch as He operates on hia soul or produces
effects in hia heart. The Augsburg Confeaaion distinctly aaya that
those who say that only the gifts of God, and not God Himself,
dwell in the Christian are guilty of false doctrine. Our Confessions
distinguish justification, which ia the divine act of bringing man
into the right relation with God, from the mystic union, which
flows out of justification by faith as a result. The Formula of
Concord says: "Christians, being justified through Christ and
reconciled with God through faith, are temples of the Holy Trinity.''
But thia indwelling of the Trinity is not the aame as the righteousness of faith through which we are justified. Thia indwelliDg
follows upon the justifying act of divine pardon.
How real and intimate Luther conceived of thia union may be
understood from auch passages as the following: "Faith appropriates Christ and all that ia Chris1!a; it is the personal union with
Him, with the result that Christ and the believer become one body."
Elsewhere he aaya: "If some one rapa at my heart, its door open1,
and I say: Luther is gone out, the Holy Spirit is now at home.''

https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol1/iss1/3

4

Graebner: The lndwelllng of the Trinity In the Heart of the Believer
BO

The Indwelling of t.be Trlnl~ ha the Heart of the Bellenr.

Luther emphasizes the fact that the entire Christ, the God-man,
dwells in ua. "In and with Christ we have that person in which
the Father lives bodily, so that I become one with Christ and with
the Father.''
On John 14, 20 Luther bu the following notable comment:
"Thia is the heart of all Christian conviction, that the believer is
aaaured first of all that the man J eaua Christ is true God and God
in Him; secondly, that He, Jesus, in whom God is easentially, also
is within us and we in Him. The Son comes from the Father and
inheres in Ulj we inhere in Jea\18 and through Him come to the
Father. Th\18 an endless chain baa been made between H im and
ua and the Father, and through this union and communion, sin
and death have been abolished, life and salvation have become our
own." And again: ''Through faith we became one body with
Christ and He with us. Through the Word and the Sacraments
He united Himself with us. Thus we have the three great union•:
the Father and the Son united in the Deity; God and man united
in Christ; Christ united, becoming one, with the Church."
Christ'• ucenaion into heaven is not a local removal, as if one
climbs up a ladder into a houae, but it is simply this, that H e hu
been exalted over all creatures, is in them all and above them all.
Hie bodily ucenaion is a token of this truth. By it H e has become
cloeer to us than any creature can come to another. Yet we arc to
find
only in one place, and that is in Hie holy Word. Luther
p:mcl•irna thia a greater miracle than the real presence of Christ in
the Sacrament. He asks: ''If we belie,•e that the entire Christ
liv~ really and truly in the heart of every Christian through the
Word of the Goepel, is it, then, so difficult to believe that H is body
and blood are in the Sacrament? He can enter our hearts and
•pirita and live in our aouls. Thia
a
ia loftier doctrine than even
that of Hia preaence in the bread and wine." "Christ is seated at
th_e right hand of the Father, but He ia a1ao in your heart - the
ume .Christ who fills heaven and earth. I say He is seated at the
right hand of God and rules over all creatures, sin, death, life,
world, devila, and angels; if .you believe that, you have Him in
your heart. And so your heart ia in heaven, not figuratively or in
a dream, but really and truly. For where He is, there you are.
John 17, 28. And this is the experience of the Christian.''
Leat we gain the impreasion that, after all, the indwelling of
the Trinity is a apecial grace, reaened for thoae who have had
mighty conflict■ to 8U8~ within and without, like Luther and

Him
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Paul, let us note how in one of the moat familiar vel'le8 of our
hymnal, Luther brings this high doctrine down to the level even
of the babes in Christ, yea, babes in years: Ac1' mein lu:r:Ziebca J'u1deia,
Jfac7'' clir ci11 rein, nnft BeU,Zcia,

Zu aunEK IN :UUK'B Haza■ 8cU11U1',
Daa• icli. nimmcr 'Ut:r'l/flHC dein/

Thus out of the moutlta of babes and sucklings baa God per-

fected grace.

('l'o be ooatiaaccl.)

Tn:. GBADNBL

~ie Snf4Jiration in ben 9lealien.

S>al Sort ~nfi,iration luirb in biefcm 'ilrti!el mit einet bcfinitiben
:tljco18orau8fct,uno oc&rnudjt, niimiidj bet, bafs aUe lllirf[idj djtiftlidjcnocbrnmijen
unb cmlllenbcn !Dollen, lllie et in bet
logen ben :terminul fo
C5djtift nat
unb oebraudjt lllitb. §liefe 18oraulfc-ung fdjaltet
tion bomljerein aUc ban !llenfdjcn crfunbcnen ilefinitioncn unb :tljcotien
aul, all ba finb:
b ie 3 n t 11 it i o n lit lj c o t i c , nadj bet bie (!inge&ung nut eine
ljoljete Qlntlllicfluno bet natiididjcn mcnfdjlidjcn (!infidjt unb anbadjt1b0Ue11 C5timmuno ift, infoToc bcten jcbet Sllenfdj auf bet 6udjc nadj
!Bnljrljeit ift;
bi e 3 II um in at ion it lj e o tie, nadj bet bie CEingc&ung
Iebigtfdjiitfung Iicfj
unb <!tljoljung bet allen
berlieljenen
GJiiiu&igen
idjt
in oottlidje i>inoe ift;
b ie b tJ n am if dj e :t lj co tie, eine
nadj bet 1uitb,
bie menfdjlidje C5eite
t <5djtiften
fo ftad &etont
bafs mcm
in bet C>ffen&atuno aut C5clig!eit cmnimmt unb ba&ei bie
in aUcn C5tilcfen,
nidjt unmittelbat
bie fidj
auf
ffeljlcdofig!eit bet
biefen ,un!t &eaieljen, in fftage ftcllt;
bie :tljeotie bet gottticfjen Untuftil-ung, mit bet
botigen eng betlllanbt, nadj bet man fidj bie !IBidung bel
Oeiligen
CIJeiftel fo tJorfteUt, all lja&e et bal 6djtei&en bet 6djti~tn nut bet"
anla(st, Untttftil-ung gelllaljrt unb l}ingeraeioe gegelJen, fo bafs mcm
elnen Untetfdjicb madjen milffe alllifdjen infi,itietten unb nidjtinfi,itier"
ten :teiien bet 6cfjtift;
bie :tljeotie bn Clegenftanblinfl)iration,
nut bie CIJegenftanbe unb ~emata, bie au &eljanbeln
ffotm
lllaten, aUenfaUI
audj bie GJeban!en, ben ljeiligen 6cfjtei&em mitgeteilt lllutben, llleiljtenb
!IBaljI bet
unb bet einaelnen !IBotter tljnen il&etlaffen &lie&;
bte :tljeorie ber teiIIDeif en obu &egrenaten 3n"
f I) i r a t i o n , nadj bet man nur gellliffe :teiie
ffltea.bet
:teftoment
Rt 6cfjtift, IDie
bal
bal
aIIein, all infl)itiert cm"
n obet
neljmen milffe, fDIDie ba(s CIJrabe in ber 3nfi,iration anauneljmen feten;
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